Welcome Address by De Meyer, Arnoud
 Welcome Address by SMU President, Professor Arnoud De 
Meyer  
“Emerging Trends in Research Assessment” Seminar
3 September 2012 
 
Distinguished Speakers and Panel Members
Fellow Educators  
SMU Colleagues  
 
 
A very good morning and welcome you to this seminar on Emerging 
Trends in Research Assessment. 
 
I am pleased that Singapore Management University and Thomson 
Reuters have been able to put together this very timely seminar on 
Research Assessment. Scholars 
their colleagues since the beginnings of research and scholarship. 
The idea of measuring one’s colleagues’ research and ranking them 
was first popularised by James McKeen Cattell in the 1910 second 
edition of his 1906 work ‘
Directory’. Cattell argued that “tracking performance over time could 
assist the progress of research” (Richard Van Noorden ‘A Profusion 





have been sizing up the work of 
American Men of Science: A Biographical 
computer tabulated science metrics date back to the 1950s when 
Eugene Garfield began indexing scientific literature. The evolution of 
debate and changing practice of research assessment worldwide in 
the last 20 years or so have produced a variety of scientific or 
scholarly performance indicators and will continue generating further 
models of assessment. Drivers for change include: 
• Competition for access to public and private funding  
• Accountability for the use of government and private funding, 
and changing governance requirements 
• Internationalisation and globalisation of education, hence 
research 
• Competition amongst universities to attract more and better 
quality  students and high quality academics 
 
There has also been an increased, higher level of rigorous discussion 
amongst governments and universities, both in Singapore and 
overseas calling for review of research assessment. It is indeed 
timely as we look at several key trends in areas such as research 
impact, discipline specific rankings, bibliometric analysis, and 
alternative assessment models that will be discussed today by our 
speakers and panelists, all of whom are key players in the local and 
international research landscape.  
 
If I may summarise, research assessment primarily evaluates the 
quality of research carried out by higher education institutions which 
translates to the amount of funding the institutions receive. It 
originated in the UK in 1986 in the form of RAE (Research 
Assessment Exercise) conducted by the Higher Education Funding 
Councils of UK every five years. The assessments were based on 
subject areas and ranked by a review panel. It has been more than 
two decades now and research assessment has also developed 
organically, with implications for institutions in terms of their university 
rankings and research funding capabilities. There are at least 
fourteen performance-based research funding systems (PRFSs) 
developed globally in recent years, which include those in Spain, 
Australia, New Zealand, Denmark, Belgium, Sweden, Norway, Italy 
and Hong Kong.  
 
In modern knowledge societies, universities play an increasingly 
important role in achieving economic growth and social progress. The 
mission and expectations of research universities around the world 
have been evolving over time. Economic conditions such as financial 
crises, fiscal pressures and increasing accountability to the 
community, especially where the institution is state-funded, result in 
universities being expected to deliver beyond their traditional 
missions of research and teaching to include Third Mission activities 
that facilitate their engagement with society and industry. The 
European Commission has co-funded a project under its Lifelong 
Learning Programme to develop standard indicators and a ranking 
methodology to identify, measure and compare Third Mission 
activities, namely Continuing Education, Technology Transfer & 
Innovation and Social Engagement, of higher education institutions. 
 
In Singapore and in the context of globalisation, research assessment 
makes up part of the broader trend towards changing educational 
accountabilities. Regardless of the limitations, biases and problems of 
particular measures, institutional rankings have an ever-growing 
influence in shaping a university’s reputation, driving marketing efforts, 
supporting academics’ research and status, determining students’ 
choices of study, and guiding public and private stakeholders’ 
decisions on policies and funding. Universities generally hope that 
vast investments will help them attract the best faculty and students, 
bring in research grants and donations, and ultimately boost their 
ranking in league tables, attracting yet more talent and funding. 
However, given the small size of Singapore’s higher education sector, 
a national league table based on research assessments would not be 
meaningful. The strategy employed by the government was to allow 
greater university autonomy to compete on the global stage for 
excellence. After all, it is the aim of most, if not, all universities to 
become world-class institutions. 
 
Over the last few years, we have seen an exponential growth in the 
number of quality publications from Singapore universities, enabling 
them to be ranked by different world ranking agencies. Major reviews 
of the higher education sector here have signaled key turning points 
in accountability mechanisms and a drive towards global competition. 
For example, a University Governance and Funding Review in 2000 
increased operational autonomy, in particular financial administration, 
within the universities. And since 2003, the Quality Assurance 
Framework for Universities (QAFU) moved Singapore towards a 
more elaborate system of accountability to external stakeholders. 
From 2005, the Research Quality Review (RQR) panel began 
assessing the overall quality of a university’s research every five 
years so as to inform the allocation of funding on the basis of 
research outputs. There is a notable shift from assessing research 
quantity to quality as research assessments tend to create pressure 
to publish in prestigious, international journals. Hence, research 
funding would be much more targeted with greater emphasis on 
research assessment by the mid-2000s.  
 
A recent press release “IAAP Endorses Expansion of University 
Places through New Applied Pathways” issued by the Ministry of 
Education (Singapore) on 4 July 2012 outlines the future of social 
sciences research in Singapore. Social science comprises various 
disciplines with very different indicators of productivity and impact 
depending on whether the discipline serves a locally or globally 
regulated profession, and whether it lends itself to assisting policy 
formulation in a multidisciplinary manner. This new development is 
exciting and timely as Singapore explores how research metrics can 
best be defined to ensure that talent and research in the social 
sciences and humanities fields are retained and developed to serve 
Singapore’s future social and economic development. Competitive 
funding mechanisms would be necessary to raise the quality of 
research and develop centres of excellence in these areas as 
Singapore leverages on its unique position to create niches of 
research excellence. 
 
Concurrently, many countries are showing an interest in 
understanding the quality and impact of the research carried out in 
their institutions, while employing different tools to evaluate the 
quality of instruction and research output. Creating the right 
infrastructure to enable and sustain world-class research is 
challenging. Many key elements such as culture, talents and 
partnerships need to considered and realigned. Research 
assessment needs to take into account the social, economic, 
environmental and cultural context in which the university operates 
and the research conducted. Singapore’s approach to research 
assessment in higher education has been generally consistent with 
the changing modes of educational accountability in many countries 
in response to economic globalisation and to a climate of increased 
competition. It has come to realise the need to adopt a more liberal 
approach in education like the US universities and move away from 
the rigid nature of UK universities.  
 
I would like to conclude by saying how vital research assessment is 
or should be to every educational institution. Such assessment calls 
for the university to pace itself and continually strive for improvements 
in various aspects pertaining to research development. While ranking 
of universities typically focuses on the top 100, it is usually not a 
foolproof way of identifying where the best research is done and how 
it is done. In order for research to benefit society in more direct ways, 
there is a need for a varied set of metrics or a new methodology of 
assessment that will encapsulate the diverse nature of research, its 
full range of disciplines including interdisciplinary research, and the 
complexity of our universities, which invariably affects the allocation 
of resources and signaling the importance of certain types of 
research activities. The presentations and discussions today will 
undoubtedly contribute to a better understanding of research 
assessment and performance. I wish everyone a fruitful and 
rewarding seminar.  
 
Thank you. 
 
